Using Technology to Raise the Standards of Educational Instruction

CBD CONSULTING
COMMUNICATIONS BY DESIGN

Finding a Permanent Home to Support Growth
Communications by Design (CBD) was founded to enhance
educational facilities through the power of technology. The
team has established a reputation for designing solutions that
transform educational environments in a way that is affordable,
reliable and scalable. They are dedicated to elevating the
standard of learning in schools across America through strategic
technology and instructional advancement.
What began as a one-person consulting firm in 1991 quickly
grew to become a multi-faceted program that provides a
range of learning and growth opportunities for educators. CBD
offers classes throughout the summer months in addition to
in-classroom coaching during the school year.
CBD initially leased office space in Ada, Michigan. They found
themselves going through a series of moves to accommodate
their need for more space with larger “learning labs” for their

clients. In 2018, the company was forced to host trainings offsite due
to the limitations of their current physical space. This was when the
CBD team decided it was time to look for a new, permanent home that
would meet the needs of their growing business.
Company president, Sara Easter, and partner, Carl VanderZee, began
the search process working with NAI Wisinski of West Michigan who
showed them several potential lots for constructing a new building. At
the same time Dixon Architecture drew up some initial concepts based
on their understanding of CBD’s vision for an inviting, flexible training
environment that included outdoor space for teachers to “wander and
process their thoughts” after being in the classroom. The ideal location
was found at 4101 Sparks Drive in Grand Rapids. It was the right
location, at the right price, and checked all the
boxes.
Next, the team needed to find the right
construction management company
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Private offices feature floor-to-ceiling windows, allowing plenty of natural light and views of the beautiful greenery that
surrounds the building. Jasper, Sara’s English Golden Retriever, is right at home at the CBD office.

for the project. After meeting with First
Companies, Sara and Carl liked the
design/assist approach they presented and
quickly felt at ease knowing they would be
well cared for.

“We wanted to
create a sense
of wonder,
challenging
educators to think
about what kind
of teacher they
will be when they
leave.”

“During the interview process, we
easily connected with Craig Baker [First
Companies’ President]. We just knew
he would take good care of us. He was
approachable throughout the entire
construction project, and his on-site
team was the same way. Craig and his
team took time to listen to our vision
and provided us with the information we
needed to make informed decisions. Their
collaboration with Ken Dixon [Dixon Architecture] and
Mary Witte [r.o.i. Design] gave us confidence to take
on a new building.” – Sara Easter, President of CBD

When entering the new CBD office and training
center, it is immediately clear this is not a typical
classroom setting. The bright, spacious office
features floor-to-ceiling glass panels to bring
in natural light, with two-thirds of the space
dedicated to the company’s high-tech learning
labs. The office was designed for flexibility,
including configurable seating and moveable
partitions to accommodate groups of different
sizes. The staff is well-equipped with technologydriven whiteboards, projection equipment,
and glass paneled walls that can double as
whiteboards in small group discussions.

From the start CBD wanted to move their clients
easily through the space inside and out. The
spacious café is located just off the
learning labs with seating areas for
teachers to continue talking as they
enjoy snacks and meals. This area
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LEFT: The new CBD Consulting facility showcases a large collaborative learning lab that flows directly into staff workspace. The training center
is designed to accommodate many training styles with flexible work stations, including a folding partition to create smaller rooms as needed.
RIGHT: An overhead “garage” door can be pulled down to separate the office area from the training room when classes are in session.

leads to an outdoor patio with additional seating. Paved walkways
around the building allow participants to spend time outside the
classroom where they can reflect on what they are learning.

Other features for staff and clients include a lactation room for
mothers, ample parking and an electric car charging station!

“We discovered the more you pre-establish in your mind what
you want your space to do, and say about who you are, helps
the whole building process. As we shared our vision, the team
captured our ideas and ensured the project came together even
better than we’d imagined.”

“Our project manager was on top of things! One day when there
was a problem with the heating system, he brought in a propane
tank and took out a wall so the space could be heated, and the
crew kept right on working. Actions like this helped us finish our
project early and under budget. That’s incredible! No one does
that!”

CBD occupies the second level of the 11,000 square foot building,
with the lower level leased to other tenants. The administrative
area includes open workstations, private offices and smaller
meeting rooms for employee use, as well as “pods” where team
members can go when they need quiet or to make phone calls.

“If you want your construction project done well and done right,
call First Companies. They pulled together the ideal team for our
business and exceeded our goals. Each person wrapped their arms
around us to make us feel like this was their favorite project. We
are home!”

LEFT: When teachers visit CBD, they pass through these ash pillars on their “Journey to transformation as a teacher.”
MIDDLE: A beautiful cafe provides training participants with spacious seating that is both functional and collaborative.
RIGHT: The well-designed outdoor space offers a change of scenery for both employees and educators while on break.
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